The role of infection in sudden infant death syndrome.
Studies on the potential role of infectious agents in sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) have been published over the years in a variety of journals. The aim of this special issue of FEMS Immunology and Medical Microbiology is to bring together a group of the most recent studies from Europe, Australia and Canada which cover epidemiology and laboratory studies examining hypotheses relating to infection and inflammation in SIDS. The articles in this issue examine evidence for the involvement of specific micro-organisms in SIDS and the problems relating to experimental studies on infection in relation to the underlying pathology of these deaths. There is an update on the evidence for the common bacterial hypothesis proposed in 1987 examining risk factors identified in epidemiological studies, particularly how the prone sleeping position could affect bacterial colonisation or induction of toxins. Evidence for induction of inflammatory responses in SIDS infants is reviewed and the relation of these responses to mechanisms proposed as causes of death assessed. Factors found to be associated with reduction of the risk of SIDS (breast feeding and immunisation) are examined in relation to some of the toxigenic bacteria implicated in these deaths. Finally, the high incidence of SIDS in some ethnic groups is examined as a potential model to investigate the contributions of genetic, environmental and cultural differences to susceptibility of infants not only to SIDS but to serious respiratory tract infections.